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The Christmas Tree and the Two Churches
by Johannes V. Knudsen
Translated with an introduction by James Iversen

Part of the Danish American heritage is the fact that there were,
unfortunately, some believe, two separate Danish American Lutheran
Church groups. Because of theological differences (and perhaps personality
conflicts, as well) between these two groups, they remained separate entities
from their complex beginnings in the latter half of the nineteenth century
until mergers took place with a number of other ethnic Lutheran church
groups in the early 1960s, culminating in the formation of the Evangelical
Lutheran Church in America in 1988. The histories of and differences
between the two synods, the American Evangelical Lutheran Church and
the United Evangelical Lutheran Church, have been eloquently documented
by others,1 so that is not the purpose here.
Johannes V. Knudsen (1902-1982), a stalwart in the American
Evangelical Lutheran Church, was a pastor, educator, writer and editor,
and served as president of Grand View College in Des Moines, Iowa from
1942 to 1951. He was a prolific author, and one issue of The Bridge, Vol.
12, No. 2, 1989, was filled with four articles about him and his life and two
articles written by him (one in English and one translated from the
Danish). The following short story, "Juletra?et og de to Kirker," by
Johannes V. Knudsen was published in Dansk Nytaar, Vol. 2, 1955,
pp.63-67 (edited by Paul C. Nyholm, published by Lutheran Publishing
House, Blair Nebraska). The translator believes that Knudsen wrote this
story at least partly to illustrate the 'foolishness" of two separate Danish
Lutheran Synods in America.
Elsa had of course known the history of the two churches since she
was a child, because she lived just across the road, and it had never
seemed to her that it was unnatural, that they were so close to each
other and so alike. It had also seemed natural that her father and
mother belonged to the one church, while Uncle S0ren and Aunt
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Sofie belonged to the other one, because it had always been that
way. There had certainly been one time when Father and Uncle
S0ren didn't speak to each other, but that was so long ago she could
hardly remember it. She had suspected that it was because she and
Marie, her cousin of the same age, had begun to play together and
became such good friends, that the parents also began to visit
together again, but she could not remember exactly how the
reconciliation between the two families had occurred.
Why should she and Marie not have become good friends and
playmates? They were the same age and lived next door to each
other. When they reached the age of six, they had walked hand in
hand to the little white school house, and later, when they were
transferred to the school in town, they had ridden in the same school
bus for several years. It was perhaps a little difficult to understand
why they should attend different Sunday Schools, but their
happiness was great, when they found out they were to attend
confirmation classes together.
About that confirmation, one could perhaps call it a coincidence,
but it was a unique situation that had its beginnings far back in time.
The truth was that both Father's and Uncle Seren's churches were
too small to pay their own pastors. They had both been served by
pastors from other small Lutheran churches in the area, but just at
the time that Elsa ano Marie were to start confirmation (til ga til
Pra!st), there was no pastor to go to, neither from those who had
served her Father's church nor from those who had served Uncle
Seren' s. If they were going to be confirmed, there was no other way
out than to go to the English Lutheran Pastor in town. Therefore
they also were confirmed together.
It was now because of the confirmation classes that the young
girls, and especially Elsa, had started to speculate about how strange
it was that the two churches stood side by side without having
anything to do with each other. They were certainly built alike, and
their services were also almost the same. After all, they used the
same hymnbook, although now it was in English, and from the
confirmation class it was evident to Elsa that they had also learned
the same things in Sunday School. There had been, of course, one
time when Marie's parents talked about how bad it was to dance,
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but now Marie went to the dances at school together with Elsa, and
they attended other dances, so there wasn't any difference. Both
congregations contributed money to the same foreign missions, and
since the War they had both also agreed to support what was called
Lutheran World Action.
Elsa finally wanted to get it clarified for herself why the two
churches stood there so close, so alike, and so small. She asked
about it, and gradually learned the pieces of the history.
In the old days, that is to say in the 1880s, there were two young
men who immigrated to the area from Denmark. They had each
acquired a farm and had settled as neighbors in this little colony of
Danes. Like the other immigrants they had worked hard during
those difficult times, but suddenly they found themselves "a pot of
gold." Through their two farms ran a glacial moraine from the ice
age which contained a large deposit of the finest gravel. In such a
gravel-poor area a deposit like this was truly a gold mine, and the
two practical Sjcellanders were quick to seize the opportunity. They
formed the "Zealand Sand and Gravel Company" and in a few years
they were both quite prosperous.
Already before the two men had come to the colony, the Danes
had formed a congregation, and they were being served by traveling
preachers and missionaries. They had not yet gathered enough
money to build a church, but when these two friends got some
money in their pockets, the building plans were jump-started. One
of the traveling preachers brought with him a design for a nice little
wooden church; one of the gravel company partners donated a
comer of his farm for the building site, and everything was ready to
build a church and call a pastor.
Then came the split. In a time when the immigrant world
resounded with strife within the church, one should think that the
division came because of important and serious differences of
opinion about church doctrine, but that was not the situation here.
The cause was rather small and trivial. The dispute was over
whether the church should be called St. Peter's Danish Evangelical
Lutheran Church, and it was he who had donated the land who was
angry about it. His partner's name was Peter, and he therefore
found it presumptuous that "St. Peter's Church" should be written
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over the door. The majority couldn't understand that, one word led
to another, and before people knew what was happening, the
congregation was divided into two competing groups.
The details are rather difficult to come by, but the result was that
he who was named Peter decided that the church should be built,
and that he could pay for the construction by himself, which he very
nearly did. In a short time there stood the church, chic and whitepainted, with "St. Peter" in large letters over the door.
The majority of the congregation came faithfully to the church
on Sunday, when there was a traveling pastor available, but there
was one group who sympathized with the angry partner, and they
didn't attend services. They retained another traveling pastor from
the other synod, for at that time there were two Danish Lutheran
Synods in the States, and after several months had gone by, the
partner decided that if Peter could build a church, so could he. He
donated a new piece of land just next to the other one, and a short
time later one could see this special sight, that two small churches,
exactly alike, stood with spires soaring side by side on the prairie.
The two congregations were not successful, however, in
obtaining their own pastors. They were too small and too poor, and
there was no pastor who would accept a call to a parish where his
salary would be paid by one wealthy person. They therefore had to
be content with being served by itinerant pastors. Now one should
think that they would have become tired of this foolishness, but
when it comes to strife within the Church, people can be very
stubborn and persistent. They became accustomed to the situation,
and for over fifty years they remained two small congregations
maintaining separate and independent social groups, even though
by no means could they always obtain neighboring pastors or
itinerants to preach for them. Seldom were they without service at
the same time, however, but the old stubbornness hindered them in
attending church together.
One would have thought that the two gravel pit men had gone
each his own way with respect to the business. But that they
couldn't do, since the gravel area stretched across both of their
properties, and so they remained partners in the "Zealand Sand and
Gravel Company." Gradually, they learned how to get along in a
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practical manner, so that after twenty or thirty years, one would
never guess that they had been unfriendly. But the church division
continued, and the only way the two men could cooperate was to
shove that part of their lives into the background, so they never
talked about it. For neither of them would admit to the other that he
had been wrong.
After World War I they both died and were buried, each in his
own cemetery beside his own church. Gradually they were followed
by the other people who had participated in the strife, so there
became a little collection of gravestones on each of the well-kept
cemeteries which surrounded each of the two little churches. There
was however, no path between them, even though they lay close to
each other. To the contrary, an evergreen hedge had been planted
between the two churchyards. This hedge withered away during
the drought of the thirties, however, and when Elsa was a little girl,
there was only one evergreen bush left. In contrast to the rest of the
plants, this bush grew large and beautiful and spread its shade over
both gravel company partners' graves. Elsa and Marie often played
under the tree when they were little girls.
Once Elsa had learned the details of the history, she understood
that the strife between the two congregations didn't have anything
to do with any important differences between what people thought
or believed. But she also understood that the inherited separation
was a sin, both against man but especially against the Lord. She
understood this, because she had learned to see things from a larger
viewpoint and from a different perspective. Perhaps she also
understood because she saw it with fresh eyes. Now she could have
done as so many others who grew up in the two congregations had
done. She could have left her childhood circle and continued as a
member of the church in which she had been confirmed, or go to one
of the other churches in town. But this she did not do, and in this
circumstance lies the whole story of the Christmas tree and the two
churches.
According to the usual practice, each of the two small
congregations held their own Christmas Eve service. At these times,
both churches seldom had a pastor available to preach, but they had
learned through the many years to hold service by themselves. They
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sang their familiar Danish Christmas carols, and one member of the
congregation read the Christmas gospel and perhaps a Christmas
sermon. So again they sang a couple Christmas hymns, and at
twilight they were ready to wend their way home to their evening
festivities and Christmas Eve dinner. Usually they sought not to
notice those from the other church, so they tried to exit through the
church doors at different times.
But the Christmas Eve after Elsa's confirmation, it happened that
they came out of the two churches simultaneously. The basis for this
was that both churches were suddenly illuminated by a strong and
festive glow from outside, and when they hurried out to see what
was happening, they saw that the large beautiful evergreen tree
which stood on the boundary line between the two churchyards,
sparkled with electric Christmas lights from top to bottom. For a
moment both groups stood still, stunned by the sight, but then Elsa
and Marie sprang forward, each from her own congregation, took
their parents in hand and began to dance around the tree, while they
began to sing the song best known in both languages. Some sang
"Silent Night" while others sang Glade Jul, but they sang together,
and while they together waltzed around the Christmas tree, they all
understood, that now the two congregations, in more ways than one,
had become one group.
Elsa's eyes sparkled. It had been exciting to buy the Christmas
lights from the money she had saved up and to decorate the tree
without drawing anyone's attention. But it had been yet more
exciting to go around and wait for the culmination of hers and
Marie's Christmas Conspiracy. The result was, however, beyond all
expectations. She squeezed Marie's and her father's hands, and
toward the Christmas tree she whispered, though more to herself
than to anyone else: Merry Christmas.
1
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